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THE EFFECT OF ECONOMIC SHOCKS ON RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
VIOLATIONS: EVIDENCE FROM ERITREA, ETHIOPIA, NIGERIA, AND
SUDAN
RACHEL MINER

1. Introduction
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, global religious freedom violations are on the rise, especially against religious minorities, as government leaders have used the pandemic as a mechanism to
increase oppression (USCIRF 2021). The first week of February 2022, the international community
recognized the one-year mark since the Myanmar government launched a coup and genocide campaign against Rohingya Muslims (Paddock 2022). As the Winter Olympics unfolds on the world
stage, there is increased attention surrounding the nearly two million Uighur Muslims currently
held in concentration camps in China (Abbas 2022). And even with growing headline reports, uncertainty surrounding how to respond to perpetrators of these abuses continues to dominate United
States foreign policy priorities. Each of these growing religious freedom concerns is connected to
growing economic concerns. Economic shocks such as COVID-19, political coups, inflation, and
changes in GDP correlate directly with the growing number of religious freedom violations recorded
worldwide (Grim 2019). Drawing explicit connections between economic indicators and freedom of
religion or belief (FoRB) violations can assist the ongoing fight to protect human rights globally
and ultimately informing policy to prevent genocide. This report aims to analyze the causal effect
of economic shocks in Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sudan, and Nigeria in the last 20 years on FoRB violations
in each country.
The relationship between economic shocks and religious freedom violations has been referenced
in previous studies but not explored in full leaving many unanswered questions regarding causality.
Lim (2008) explores the effect of economic shocks on religious violence in Indonesia at the turn
of the 21st century employing historical analysis and political science theories in the context of
reported violence in mainstream media. The research design did not rule out confounding factors
driving both economic shocks and religious violence. Chaney (2011) measured the effect of deviant
Nile flooding on religious leader power using 700 years of recorded flood data from the 1st century
1
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B.C. Results indicate that when the Nile flooding increased, probability of dismissal of the highest
ranking religious authorities decreased by one-half. Chaney’s conclusions strictly explore power base
and not religious freedom violations, although the changes in the Nile could serve as an indicator
of economic shock. Meierrieks & Gries (2012) examined the causal effect of terrorism on economic
growth using a large country panel data set that spans the years 1970-2007. Accounting for political
stability, reverse causality, development, and terrorist activity, they concluded countries in Latin
America with political instability, and terrorist activity were particularly effected by variations in
economic growth. This study does well to address terrorism but not in the context of freedom of
religion or belief violations.
The causal effect of economic shocks on religious freedom violations remains an understudied
question. Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2019) establish that religious conflict is most probable in
communities where polarization is maximized. Polarization is greatest when there are two religious’
groups of equal size. This context is critical to evaluating the religious violations in Ethiopia and
Nigeria where the population is approximately split between Christians and Muslims. Eritrea
and Sudan serve as counterexamples, with Eritrea maintaining a Christian majority and Sudan a
Muslim majority. Montalvo and Reynal-Querol (2019) conclude that religion is a critical factor in
international relations and is a main driving force of violence and conflict. Their study emphasizes
the role of religious diversity as a driver of conflict but does not address the question of whether
economic shocks cause religious freedom violations.

2. Background
This study focuses specifically on Eritrea, Ethiopia, Sudan and Nigeria. These countries are of
particular interest for a number of factors including regional influence, history of U.S. foreign policy
and humanitarian aid, and unfolding atrocities such as early indicators of genocide. Although the
data is specific to these countries, the underlying mechanisms used to measure and understand the
causality between economic shocks and FoRB violations is generalizable to other countries. The
channels for which economic shocks cause religious freedom violations are plausible in countries
outside of this study; channels include scapegoating religious minorities, scarcity mentality, and
increased conflict during periods of economic uncertainty. Furthermore, the correlation between
economic shocks and religious freedom is affirmed in a host of global studies (Grim 2019); what
will vary by country is the scale of causality.
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North and West Africa have long been a priority in U.S. foreign policy and international security
due to connection to the Middle East, and access to raw resources. Understanding the religious
demographics are critical to understanding the religious freedom violations and economic history
and are included in Table 1.
Table 1

Country
Population
Eritrea* 6.1 million

63%

Ethiopia** 108.1 million

44%

Religious Demographics
Majority
Christian
37%
Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahedo Church
34%
(EOTC)
Sunni Muslim
49%
Sunni Muslim
5%

Minority
Sunni Muslim 2% Animist
Sunni Muslim 19% Christian

Nigeria*** 214 million
49%
Christian
2% African Tribal
Sudan**** 45.6 million
91%
Christian
3% Folk
*The majority of the Tigrinya ethnic group is Christian and preside in the southern and central parts of Eritrea.
**The EOTC dominates the northern regions of Tigray and Amhara, Islam is most prevalent in Afar, Oromia, and Somali
regions.
***The Muslim population is concentrated in the North with Shias living primarily in the North West region, and
Christians in the South.
****Christians primarily reside in large cities and in the Nuba Mountains, and Blue Nile State.

Eritrea is the smallest country in this study with a majority Christian population. In addition to
a small Animist minority, Eritrea has a strong Jehovah’s Witnesses community, who are frequently
the target of government attacks. Eritrea has a agriculture based economy, and a narrow mining
sector. Eritrea’s largest trading partners are the United States and United Arab Emirates (WITS
2022).
Ethiopia has a population 108.1 million making it the second largest country in Africa next to
Nigeria, and is nearly equally split between Christian Orthodox and Sunni Muslim. Similar to
Eritrea, there is a state declared religious sect, the Ethiopian Tewahedo Church. Ethiopia has
increasingly privatized its economy over the last twenty years from agriculture to service based
markets (ITA 2022).
Nigeria has the largest population in Africa at 214 million, and the largest economy. Their
population is expected to reach 400 million by 2050, which would make it the third most populous
nation in the world following China and India (State.gov 2022). The U.S. is the highest foreign
investor in Nigeria, contributing greatly to economic growth in addition to the sale of crude oil,
and stabilizing the region. Shocks to the Nigerian economy affect the entire region because Nigeria
is the largest oil producer in Africa (Adetula 2014).
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Sudan has a similar geographic-religious split as Nigeria with a predominantly Muslim north and
Christian/Animist south. Sudan and Eritrea both differ from Ethiopia and Nigeria in that they
have a majority/minority landscape and not an equal split. Both Nigeria and Ethiopia are likely
to have greater religious polarization and attendant conflict than countries with a strong majority
religion (Montalvo and Reynal-Querol 2019).

3. Data
Using GDP per capita % annual change as the main indicator for economic shocks, I examine
the effects of economic shocks on religious freedom in Nigeria, Eritrea, Ethiopia, and Sudan in the
last 20 years. This research question requires data capturing economic shocks and the consequent
religious freedom violations. Indicators on religious freedom violations were collected from the
United States Department of State Annual Report on religious freedom worldwide. I identified
40 religious freedom violation variables from Department of State reports and coded information
for each variable in each country between the years 1999-2020, totaling over 1200 pages of coded
reports. I then chose a select few violation variables to serve as the dependent variables in my
regression analysis based on the definition of Country of Particular Concern in the International
Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). Under IRFA, particularly severe violations of religious freedom
mean “systematic, ongoing, [and] egregious violations..., including violations such as—(A) torture
or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment; (B) prolonged detention without charges;
(C) causing the disappearance of persons by the abduction or clandestine detention of those persons;
or (D) other flagrant denial of the right to life, liberty, or the security of persons” (USCIRF 2021).
Summary statistics for the freedom of religion or belief variables are provided in Table 2. Higher
values indicate more prevalent religious freedom persecution across all countries. Total FoRB
Violations serves as the output variable of interest and is an unweighted summation of all the
violation indicators. The standard deviation ranges approximately 9 points.
Data on various economic, health, population and conflict periods were collected from the World
Bank database, International Monetary Fund, World Economic Outlook Database, and International Database from the U.S. Census Bureau and are included in Table 3. I control for the EritreaEthiopian border conflict, Darfur Genocide, and occupation of Boko Haram in Nigeria using the
binary conflict variables, thus accounting for any reverse causality between localized conflict and
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Table 2
Freedom of Religion or Belief Outcome Variables
Description

Mean

The unweighted summation of all of the freedom of religion or belief violation
Total FoRB Violations indicators, by country, by year. This variable does not capture intensity, rather
breadth of persecution.

Std. Dev.

Min.

Max.

19.364

8.907

5.0

33.0

0.443

0.500

0.0

1.0

0.318

0.468

0.0

1.0

0.614

0.490

0.0

1.0

0.420

0.496

0.0

1.0

0.375

0.487

0.0

1.0

0.523

0.502

0.0

1.0

0.500

0.503

0.0

1.0

Regional terrorist groups target specific religious or belief communities and
individuals, including religious and belief leaders.

0.182

0.388

0.0

1.0

Individuals in prison or at the hands of terrorist and vigilante groups suffer
Torture
from torture.

0.341

0.477

0.0

1.0

Each year the U.S. Department of State designates countries with the most
Country of Particular Concern severe restrictions on freedom of religion or belief. CPC designation includes
the country of concern receiving trade sanctions from the United States.
The government formally detains, and imprisons individuals for no other
Religious Prisoners reason than difference in religion or belief. Frequently, government often
creates separate instituions to hold religious prisoners.
Government consistently target a single religious or belief group, excluding
Government Targeting Specific Group them from economic opportunity, employment, access to government
resources, property, etc.
Forced Conversion

Individuals are forced to convert to another religion, against their will,
frequently under durress or threat of death.

Private Worship Restricted Worship held in private homes is disrupted, and punished by government.
Government or the entity in power censors media preventing the spread of
Censorship
information, or accurate depictions of religion or belief.
National government intervenes in the selction process of religious leaders,
Government Selected Religious Leaders placing religious leaders that are sympathetic to political agendas and
priorities.
Terrorism

FoRB violations during the period of interest. Including conflict, health, and population variables
in addition to economic indicators, isolates the causality of economic shocks on FoRB violations.
Table 3
Summary Statistics for Input Variables: Economic Indicators
Mean
Std. Dev.
Min.
GDP per Capita (Annual % Change)
4.656
3.624
0.029
Unemployment (Male)
6.411
4.066
1.480
GDP total based on Current Price (Billions)
79.406
131.459
0.374
Inflation (Average consumer prices)
20.427
26.343
0.662
Total Fertility Rate
5.257
0.703
3.654
Life Expectancy (Female)
59.974
6.762
47.710
Infant Mortality Rate (Female)
62.546
24.686
29.530
Population Growth
2.675
0.966
0.792
Population Density
74.353
60.296
11.400
Crude Birth Rate
37.694
4.219
27.410
Eritrea-Ethiopian Conflict
0.047
0.212
0.0
Darfur Genocide
0.063
0.243
0.0
Boko Haram
0.102
0.303
0.0

Max.
22.325
13.660
568.499
163.258
6.676
70.060
115.400
7.646
241.000
44.400
1.0
1.0
1.0

It is interesting to compare the overall the GDP per capita % change in all four countries
simultaneously as a reference point for scale and comparative size of shocks. I have included
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several years of economic data before recorded FoRB violations in Figure 1 to provide context
for the dates of this analysis. Eritrea exhibits the severest drop in GDP per capita % change,
and Ethiopia the greatest growth. Sudan and Nigeria have similar fluctuations, Nigeria’s growth
peaking in 2002 and Sudan’s in 2012. GDP per capita % change oscillates more than a constant
GDP per capita indicator because it is capturing nuances in economic changes each year. GDP per
capita % serves as the main indicator of economic shocks because it encapsulates a host of shocks
that affect people in each country.
Figure 1

3.1. Eritrea. Eritrea, which has experienced ongoing conflict with Ethiopia, serves as a helpful
comparison country for this study. The first recorded GDP per capita shock occurred between
1998-2000 and can be seen in Figure 2 as a sharp decline. This shock is due to the border conflict
which erupted between Eritrea and Ethiopia over the same period, accounted for in the data using
a conflict control variable. As part of the ongoing conflict, the UN sanctioned Eritrea consecutively
for 10 years (UNOCHA 2022). Following a brief recovery from the initial conflict, a second economic
shock was experienced in 2004 when the US began sanctions against Eritrea as part of its designation
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as a Country of Particular Concern due to FoRB violations. Eritrea has experienced a volatile
economic change due to dependency on rain-fed agriculture and suffers from an enormous poverty
rate, reported in 1997 at 70% (World Bank, Eritrea 2022).

Figure 2

Table 4
Eritrea: A Brief Timeline of Key Events by Country - FoRB Shocks
Eritrea

Presidential Decree stated Jehovah’s Witnesses had "forsaken their nationality" by refusing to
1994 vote in the independence referendum and avoiding national duty.
Proclamation banning religious organizations from involvement in politics and "restricts the
right of religious media from commenting on political matters. The Directorate of Religious
1995 Affairs in the Ministry of Local Government monitors religious compliance with this
proscription.”
2002 Minister of Information proclaims all religious groups must re-register or cease all activities.
All religious entities must receive authorization from the Office of Religious Affairs to print
2005 and distribute documents.

The Eritrean government launched extensive campaigns to detain and torture Jehovah’s Witnesses in the country beginning in 1994 when the President announced they were a threat to the
nationality of Eritrea. Efforts to detain religious minorities increased with time and at the end of
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2009, over 3,000 religious prisoners had been detained and tortured at the hands of government.
Philadelphia Church members were detained for 8 days subjected to torture, and pressure to recant
their faith. One pastor was forced to walk barefoot over sharp stones then forced sign papers saying
the detained would not attend church. Following the year 2011, the Eritrean government ceased
recording GDP statistics and all information sharing outside of the country became extremely
restricted, evidence of ongoing human rights violations and a cause for increased concern in the
international community. Country of Particular Concern designation and the associated sanctions
have not yet been lifted.
3.2. Ethiopia. In 1991, the Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) overthrew a Marxist
regime, and although TPLF concentrated power, the economy was slowly liberalized, and greater
freedoms were granted (Economist 2021). In 2002-2003, Ethiopia experienced a massive drought,
displacing 12.6 million people and creating a disaster state of emergency (Ababa 2003). The drought
caused spillover effects until 2004 when the economy began again to recover, as illustrated in the figure below. Religious freedom violations spiked during the drought with increased number of violent
interactions between Muslims and Christians, and tension between Pentecostals and the Orthodox
Church. Table 5 outlines additional policies that contributed to increase FoRB violations.
Table 5
Ethiopia: A Brief Timeline of Key Events by Country - FoRB Shocks
Ethiopia

Under a new press law adopted on December 4, 2008, it is a crime to incite one religious’ group
2008 against another. The law also allows defamation claims involving religious leaders to be
prosecuted as criminal cases.
In February 2009 the Ethiopian parliament passed into law the Charities and Societies
Proclamation (No. 621/2009) (CSP or “the law”). ... The CSP explicitly prohibits 'Ethiopian
2009 Charities or Societies' - who may work on human rights – from receiving more than ten percent
of their funding from foreign sources.
Anti-Terrorism Proclamation mandates no criticism of government allowed; anyone can be tried
2009 under terrorist claims.

There is an expected drop in GDP per capita during the 2007-2008 global financial crisis, as seen
in Figure 3, again where we see a spike in religious freedom violations including the Anti-terrorism
initiatives and proclamation of 2009 which gave power to the Ethiopian government to try religious
leaders, political opposition, and journalists as terrorists in criminal court. A final shock can be
seen in 2010, the year of the general election, when Prime Minister Meles Zenawi cracked down on
religious freedom using media censoring and increased police violence. A drought was declared in
2009 but was largely unaddressed causing greater economic pain after the 2010 election.
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Figure 3

The 2016 spike in religious freedom violations was due to a declared state of emergency which
was exploited to further restrict religious freedom. Prime Minister Zenawi, facilitated the arrest of
over 10,000 religious and political protesters during the emergency, using extreme military response
that led to the death of dozens of people and the arrest of thousands more. The subsequent drop
in religious freedom violations is due to the election of Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who restored
freedom of religion or belief in its fullest, and helped the Ethiopian economy recover from drought
and famine, and the ongoing border crisis with Eritrea. In 2019, Ahmed received the Nobel Peace
Prize for his effective policies, which may have been premature given the current atrocities unfolding
in Tigray. After several months of peace, in November 2020, civil war broke out in the Tigray region
of Ethiopia. The effect of ongoing conflict in the Tigray region will require further monitoring and
research as religious freedom violations are likely to increase.
3.3. Nigeria. In 2009, Boko Haram occupied Northern Nigeria. Boko Haram, a jihadist terrorist
group whose name means “End to Western Education,” has targeted ethnic and religious minorities
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in the North and Central Nigeria, specifically Christians and non-conforming Muslims (BBC 2014).
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that over 2.9 million
Nigerians have been internally displaced since the initial occupation in 2009 (UNHCR 2022). The
survivors of violent attacks are most often children, suffering the loss of loved ones, livelihood,
access to education, physical and mental health among many other challenges. In 2016, Nigeria
recorded its first economic recession since 1991 and only recently emerged from this recession in
2020 following the ease of some COVID-19 restrictions (PWC 2022).

Figure 4

Table 6
Nigeria: A Brief Timeline of Key Events by Country - FoRB Shocks
Nigeria

2000 Expansion and adoption of Sharia law in the Northern states.
Census distributed with a massive dispute over majority religion; the religion questions is
2005 removed from the census all together.
2009 First recorded attacks from Boko Haram in the North.
2019 The Islamic Movement in Nigeria (Shia Movement) is declared a terrorist organization.

ECONOMIC SHOCKS ON RELIGIOUS FREEDOM VIOLATIONS

11

Figure 4 illustrates the relationship between economic shocks and freedom of religion or belief
violations over time. There is a strong correlation and trend between an increase in annual %
change of GDP per capita and a decrease in FoRB violations. The first economic shock captured
in the GDP trend line is between the years 2002-2003. This spike captures the oil price boom
during which the price of crude oil increased and therefore the value of Nigerian exports of crude
oil increased drastically (de Wit and Crookes 2013). Oil production reached a peak in 2005 which
one an see in the overall flatness of the GDP per capita change line. Nigeria has strong oil trade and
yet weak institutions, making the true effect of economic shocks on FoRB violations underestimated
in this study, but nonetheless easy to visualize from the figure below. Reports indicate that the oil
price boom lasted from 2003-2008 (Ibid). Nigeria continued to diversify its service industry, moving
from agriculture as forty-nine % of GDP in 2003 to thirty-three % by 2007.
Although FoRB violations are not an economic shock, the resulting instability from religious
conflict can further compound negative shocks to the economy. This phenomena is observed in
Figure 4 where we see initial economic stagnation in 2005 followed by a large uptick in FoRB
violations, then a rapid decline in GDP per capita % annual change. The global financial crisis of
2008 is the most plausible explanation for the initial stagnation then steady decline in GDP per
capita % annual change. The financial crisis affected all countries with dependence on the USD,
which includes all of the countries in this report. Oil production steadily decreased following the
2005 peak, due to violence from militant groups who would frequently attack oil production sites;
“Factors that precipitated the violence included: lack of transparency over oil revenues and tensions
over revenue distribution, the environmental damage caused by oil spills, as well as local ethnic and
religious tensions” (de Wit and Crookes 2013).
Economic shocks must be considered within a political context as the two are inseparable in
consequence for freedom of religion or belief. Table 6 lists key events that contributed to FoRB
violations, which align with economic shocks during the same period in Nigeria. Table 6 is provided
to show analogous political events but does not imply that the political events are a source of
causality. I control for the simultaneity of other events in the fixed effects of the study.
3.4. Sudan. Sudan serves as another religious demography comparison group with a 91% Muslim
population. Civil war has been rampant in Sudan since 1983, with two million people killed in
violence and drought, with an additional four million displaced internally due to fighting between
government and insurgent groups (State.gov 2002). After a coup in 1989, the new government
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revealed plans to Islamize the country, immediately implementing extreme forms of Sharia that
prevented normal business operations and restricted rights for many non-Muslim groups. In 2004,
the United States recognized the Darfur Genocide, a joint economic and FoRB shock to the country.
The genocide began along religious lines and developed into a ethnic, racial, and geographic civil
war. Additional political developments are included in Table 7.
Figure 5

Table 7
Sudan: A Brief Timeline of Key Events by Country - FoRB Shocks
Sudan

The 1991 Criminal Act makes apostasy (which includes conversion from Islam to another
1991 religion) punishable by death.
2004 The United States declared the situation in Darfur a genocide in September 2004.
The Comprehensive Peace Agreement is signed, instigating conflict resolution for the civil war
2005 and Darfur genocide.
2011 South Sudan separates from Sudan.

The sharp decline in GDP per capita annual % change in 2012, seen in Figure 5, is the result
of the secession of South Sudan from Sudan, which prompted multiple economic shocks including
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“the loss of the oil revenue that accounted for more than half of Sudan’s government revenue and
95% of its exports” (World Bank 2022). There was a global oil price slump in 2015 which prompted
further recession.
An extreme drop in FoRB violations is observed between 2018-2020 which began with the removal
of President al-Bashir from office; al-Bashir perpetrated much of the persecution experienced by
minority Christians and others in the country. Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok replaced al-Bashir
and immediately released religious prisoners, reinstated interfaith networks, and signed multiple
freedom of religion or belief statements. Military continued to carry out atrocities in spite of
the change in power, and the overall health of the economy continued to decline in the wake of
al-Bashir’s authoritarian regime, genocide, and civil war. On October 25, Hamdok was arrested
during a military coup and remained in house arrest for several months (Bearak and Berger 2022).
After failed negotiations, Hamdok resigned on January 2, 2022, certifying military control of the
country and an uncertain future for religious freedom and the economy.

4. Research Design and Results
There are several causality factors to consider. Reverse causality between regional conflicts
and religious freedom violations may explain certain shocks in GDP; regional conflict could cause
increased religious freedom violations and changes to the economy. I use generalized difference and
difference to address this concern, adding country and year fixed effects, and controls for conflict.
Difference in difference design accounts for the fact that different countries have shocks in different
time periods. Country fixed effects account for country specific trends and factors that don’t
change over time including omitted factors, such as some countries have a permanently heightened
susceptibility to religious freedom factors.
Using panel data, I utilize difference and difference analysis to understand the effect of economic
shocks on freedom of religion or belief violations using the following equation:

f orbct = β0 + econct + conf lictct + healthct + popct + θc + ϕt + ϵ
where forb is the religious freedom indicators: total violations, country of particular concern,
religious prisoners, government targeting specific group, forced conversion, private worship, restricted, censorship, government selected religious leaders, terrorism, and torture. Econ, health,
and pop, are groups of control variables accounting for changes in the development of the country
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and include a series of outcome parameters for each indicator listed in Table 3: GDP per capita
(Annual % Change), Unemployment (Male), GDP total based on Current Price (Billions), Inflation
(Average consumer prices), Total Fertility Rate, Life Expectancy (Female), Infant Mortality Rate
(Female), Population Growth, Population Density, Crude Birth Rate, Eritrea-Ethiopian Conflict,
Darfur Genocide, and Boko Haram. Θc is the country effects and ϕt is the year fixed effects.
Country and year fixed effects are included on all the variables to account for changes Table 8
contains the results from the regression analysis of total FoRB violations on each economic, health,
population, and conflict indicator. Each regression adds one more independent variable with the
last regression including year and country effects.
The first regression (1) is a simple analysis of total FoRB violations on GDP per capita % change.
The result can be interpreted to mean for every one % increase in GDP per capita % change, total
FoRB violations decrease by approximately one point. The result is statistically significant to the
0.01 level. I expect this result to be negative and remain negative for subsequent regression. The
total FoRB indicator stabilizes around -0.4, with regression (6) dropping to -.274. This sharp
decline is attributed to adding a number of population and health variables to the regression and a
potentially over-saturated model. The result on the population and health indicators are difficult
to interpret and may not add additional clarity to the model even as they decrease omitted variable
bias. Additional research is needed to understand the relationship between health outcomes and
religious freedom. A statistically significant result from a small sample size reveals that the causality
between economic shocks and religious freedom violations is grossly underestimated in this study.
Additional research will reveal stronger relations and results. The effect of unemployment on
FoRB violations reveals that a one % increase in male unemployment increases FoRB violations
by over 1 point, the highest for regression (3) is nearly a three-point increase at 3.188. Results for
unemployment on FoRB violations are statistically significant to the 0.01 level for each regression
revealing that employment policy is critical to protecting freedom of religion or belief. Inflation
does not reveal the same effect.
Interpreting the result of regression (4) I conclude that a one percent increase in GDP per
capita % annual change reduce FoRB violations by about half a point. This result has greater
interpretability in the standard deviation context. The coefficient on GDP per capita % annual
change in regression (4) is close to minus half a point, and the standard deviation for GDP per
capita % annual change is about 3.6 percentage points. If you multiply the coefficient -.4 by 3.6
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the total is equal a -1.5 to -2 point change in the total of FoRB violations. The standard deviation
for Total FoRB violations is 8.9, so that change equates to a 16-20% decrease in FoRB violations.
The causality is plausible, significant, and accounts for potential confounding variables.
Table 8
Total FoRB Violations on Economic, Health, Population, and Control Variables

GDP per capita Annual % Change

(1)
-1.013
(.328)

(2)
-0.444
(.306)
0.019
(.004)
1.127
(.163)
0.027
(.085)

(3)
-0.446
(.217)
0.009
(.008)
3.118
(.502)
0.040
(.055)

(4)
-0.405
(.189)
0.004
(.017)
2.965
(.509)
-0.049
(.055)
-8.152
(3.278)
-7.540
(2.247)
4.046
(4.688)

N
N
0.130
79

N
N
0.485
80

Y
Y
0.820
80

Y
Y
0.878
80

GDP current price (Billions)
Unemployment (male)
Inflation (avg. consumer price)
Eritrea-Ethiopia Conflict
Darfur Genocide
Boko Haram
Total Fertility Rate
Life Expectancy (female)
Infant Mortality (female)
Population Growth
Population Density
Crude Birth Rate
Country Effects
Year Effects
R-squared
Observations

(5)
-0.468
(.242)
0.018
(.017)
2.667
(.592)
-0.138
(.087)
-1.352
(3.037)
-13.747
(2.729)
12.872
(4.397)
-45.639
(16.346)
-1.298
(1.066)
-0.583
(.267)
-2.822
(1.357)
-0.063
(.037)
7.652
(2.237)
N
N
0.732
71

(6)
-0.274
(.148)
0.017
(.017)
1.456
(.722)
-0.015
(.053)
0.570
(4.216)
-6.362
(3.301)
5.635
(5.134)
-34.778
(29.417)
1.504
(3.065)
0.901
(.696)
-0.452
(.927)
0.259
(.177)
4.512
(4.309)
Y
Y
0.945
71

The preferred specification is regression (4) because the regression contains the phenomena of
interest and plausibly controls for confounding factors yielding an unbiased estimators with a causal
effect. Regression (4) includes country and year effects controls and accounts for potential reverse
causality due to other regional conflicts. The relationship of each of the economic variables to
FoRB violations is also plausible. The country and year fixed effects are critical to include as they
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account for omitted trends in conflict, economy, and government that may be omitted from the
regression.
Table 9 (Appendix) includes all the FoRB output variables using the preferred specification in
regression (4). This provides a comparison of different FoRB violation indicators. More research
is needed to establish which FoRB indicators are most affected by economic shocks. The conflict
variables are sometimes positive and sometimes negative leaving ambiguity around the interaction
effect of conflict on FoRB violations. More research is needed to understand how regional conflict
effects minority religious and belief groups.

5. Conclusion
Economic shocks cause religious freedom violations in Eritrea, Ethiopia, Nigeria and Sudan
during the years 1999-2020. A 3% increase in GDP per capita % annual change caused a 16-20%
decrease in FoRB violations. Additional economic variables including inflation and unemployment
in combination with country and year fixed effects successfully isolated the effect of changes of
GDP per capita % annual change. It is important to note that the State Department reports used
to code the religious freedom violations are in no way comprehensive and in many cases, severely
underestimates the number of atrocities as reporting human rights abuses varies greatly across
country and culture. Therefore, I can report in confidence that the statistical significance of these
results underestimates the true effect of economic shocks on freedom of religion or belief violations.
Additional research with a greater number of observations will plausibly reveal a larger effect of
GDP per capita % annual change on FoRB violations. The coefficient on unemployment was also
significant and reveals that unemployment is a critical economic factor to consider in reducing FoRB
violations. As an added benefit, international policy that targets change to GDP per capita, and
unemployment will inherently improve freedom of religion or belief outcomes in any given country.
The underlying mechanisms that drive FoRB violations are generalizable to other countries and
regions of the world. Although the results of this study are specific to Eritrea, Ethiopia, Nigeria
and Sudan, additional research regarding the correlation between economic indicators and FoRB
violations is plausible ground to assume these results would occur in other countries of interest.
The main threats to causality stem from the understanding that there are specific countries that
may be subject to economic shocks as a result of many geopolitical factors. These factors could be
correlated with economic change and therefore drive religious freedom violations. There could be
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factors outside the country, factors affecting the entire region, such as the financial crisis of 2008,
or changes to United States trading in North Africa. These factors could result in simultaneous
economic and FoRB changes. Within any given country, climate instability or failed institutions
would also create concurrent effects, resulting in a misleading naı̈ve regression. My research design
accounts for both out of country factors and in country factors through the use of country fixed
effects, which account for all the time varying factors both economic and FoRB related within each
country. Additionally, year fixed effects account for global factors affecting all the countries of
interest in this study. I can confidently assert that through country and year fixed effects I have
ruled out confounding factors. There is still an underlying assumption that there are not additional
factors within each country varying over time that are both correlated with economic shocks and
religious freedom violations. To substantiate this assumption, I controlled for additional country
level factors using controls such as health, population, and conflict. The remaining variation, which
is as good as random, certifies the causal effects identified in this study.
Additional research is needed to understand the interaction between regional conflict and freedom
of religion or belief, and which freedom of religion or belief violations are most likely to be affected
by economic shocks. The scale of atrocity is not captured in this analysis, rather the breadth.
Violations were recorded as binary and therefore do not capture in full the number of people
affected. Therefore, a 0.4 decrease in FoRB violations could affect millions of people across Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Nigeria, and Sudan. Economic policy remains critical to freedom of religion or belief and
atrocity prevention.

FoRB Violations on Economic, Country, and Year Control Variables: Preferred Specification
Total
CPC
Rel_Prisoners Target Forced_Convert Private_Worship Censor Govt_Select Terrorism
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)
GDP per capita Annual % Change -0.405
-0.011
0.0018
0.003
-0.021
-0.022
-0.025
-0.019
-0.014
(.189)
(.012)
(.016)
(.005)
(0.017)
(.015)
(.015)
(.021)
(.011)
GDP current price (Billions) 0.004
0.000
0.002
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.002
-0.002
0.001
(.017)
(.001)
(.002)
(.001)
(0.001)
(.001)
(.001)
(.001)
(.001)
Unemployment (male) 2.965
0.183
0.164
0.000
0.001
0.073
0.103
0.080
0.114
(.509)
(.045)
(.036)
(.039)
(0.038)
(.038)
(.032)
(.046)
(.034)
Inflation (avg. consumer price) -0.049
-0.011
-0.001
-0.001
-0.005
0.003
0.005
-0.004
0.00896
(.055)
(.004)
(.004)
(.002)
(0.005)
(.005)
(.005)
(.006)
(.004)
Eritrea-Ethiopia Conflict -8.152
-0.308
-0.374
-0.009
-0.730
-0.179
0.496
-0.122
0.092
(3.278)
(.187)
(.266)
(.049)
(0.254)
(.303)
(.180)
(.158)
(.091)
Darfur Genocide -7.540
-0.208
-0.425
-0.139
-0.213
-0.332
0.417
-0.447
0.143
(2.247)
(.135)
(.178)
(.097)
(0.245)
(.130)
(.158)
(.166)
(.153)
Boko Haram 4.046
-0.249
-0.461
0.853
1.096
0.365
-0.970
0.660
0.395
(4.688)
(.228)
(.475)
(.158)
(0.216)
(.359)
(.288)
(.396)
(.236)
Country Effects
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Year Effects
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
R-squared 0.878
0.846
0.661
0.952
0.764
0.763
0.836
0.693
0.800
Observations
80
80
80
80
80
80
80
80
80

Table 9
Torture
(10)
0.008
(.015)
0.004
(.001)
0.107
(.035)
-0.001
(.005)
-0.881
(.324)
-0.210
(.229)
-0.445
(.300)
Y
Y
0.680
80
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